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This paper revisits the concept of autonomy and tries to elucidate 
the fundamental insight that freedom and law cannot be under-
stood through their opposition, but rather have to be conceived of 
as conditions of one another. The paper investigates the paradig-
matic Kantian formulation of this insight and discusses the diagno-
sis that the Kantian idea might give rise to a paradox in which au-
tonomy reverts to arbitrariness or heteronomy. The paper argues 
that the fatal version of the paradox can be defused if we avoid the 
legalistic model of autonomy and rather turn to the model of par-
ticipation in a practice. This leads to a dialectical understanding of 
the idea of autonomy that preserves the insight that freedom and 
law are mutually conditioning and simultaneously reveals that they 
remain in irresolvable tension with one another. 
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 
 
 Ǥ
   ǡ   ǲ  ǳ ȋǡ
Ț ͣ Ȍǡǡ
      ȋ ͥͥ͟͡Ȁͥ͢  ͥͥ͟͢ȀͥͣȌǡ
ǲǤǳ10  
The othe  —a positive 
         
—i.e.ǡ—
    Ǣ      






  Ǥ      -determination in 
  ǲ    ϐǤǳ ȋǡ Ț ͟͢ Ȍ 
 ϐ  ϐ       
ϐ      ǡ    
ϐǤ
  ȋWillkürȌ      -contradictory. 
ǯ    — ǲ  ǳ ȋ
     Ȍ—  

ǤǣǲǡǤǤǤ
        ϐ    Ǥ
       ǡ     
     Ǥǳ ȋǡ Ț ͟͢ Ȍ     

    r-
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Ȍ 
                                                                
ͣͤ   Symposium, ǤͣͩǤͣȋȀͤͣͥ͢Ȍ 








    
   Ǥ     ϐǡ 
    





  ͦ͟th ǡ ϐ      s-
ǯ     -ǣ ǲ   
   Ǥǳ11 In the Social Contract,  e-
ǡ




ess or to 
ǡ a liberty of self-determination. The entry into a 
           e-
-ǡ
           ena-
bling obedienceǣ-
        ǡ  
ǡǡǤ12  
ǯ-
           ǡ
            
  Ǥ       e-
11 -ǡThe Social Contract and Other Later Political Writingsǡ 
(ed.ǡǤȌǤ
ȋǣǡͧͧͥ͟Ȍǡͣ͢Ǥ 
12 ǲ ǡ  ǡ   ǡ  ǡ ϐ 
engaged in a two- ǣ ǡ      
 ǡ          Ǥǳ
ȋǡThe Social Contractǡͣ͟Ȍ 
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Ǥ        
both -determination.  
 
II. Autonomy: The Very Idea 
ϐ 
ǡǯǡ
         -
ǤGroundwork of the 
Metaphysics of Morals,     ǣ ǲ  

ȏPrinzip der SittlichkeitȐǡn-
Ǥǳ13 y did 
       
Ǥǡǡǡ
ǲ          ǡ   
occurred to ȏȐ that honly to 
laws given by himself but still universal ȏnur seiner eigenen und den-
noch allgemeinen Gesetzgebung unterworfen seiȐ and that he is bound 
   ǡǡǡ c-
  ǯ       Ǥǳ ȋ
ǡ
͢ǣ͢͡͠Ȍ       ϐ  
(Prinzip der SittlichkeitȌ         
ǡ
her autonomy.         
   Ǥ   

             ǡ ǡ
moǡǤǡǲ
       but subject to it in such a way 
13 ǡGrundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sittenǡ Kant’s Gesammelte 
Schriftenǡ ȋǤȌ ǅ  é    ȋǣ
Ȁ 
ǡ ͧ͟͞͞-Ȍǡ ͢ǣ͢͡͠ǡ Ǥ  Ǥ 
  Groundwork of the 
Metaphysics of MoralsǡȋǤȌǤ
ȋǣǡ
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that it must be viewed as also giving the law to itself and just because 
ϔ ȋ      
ȌǤǳ ȋ










 or her rational nature.     about this re-
Ǥ

ǡ   

















    ǡ ϐ     
Ǥ    a-
 ϐ   ǯ    Ǥ  
14 ǡ ǲHeteronomy ǤǤǤ
  
Ǥǳ ( ǡ Kritik der praktischen Vernunftǡ  Kant’s 
Gesammelte Schriftenǡ ͣǣ͡͡ǡǤǤ
Critique of Practical Reasonǡ ȏed.Ȑ
Ǥ Gregor ȏǣ   ǡ ͧͧͥ͟Ȑǡ ͣǣ͡͡. 
       .      
Akademieausgabeǡ
ȏǣȐ.Ȍ 
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—it has to bǡǡ
the Religionsschrift  ǡ  ǲ   
through any incentive except so far as the human being has incorpo-
rated it into his maxim ȋ ǡ
ȌǤǳ15  
ǡ         




         
ȋ   ontained in 






   Ǥǳ ȋ
ǡ ͢ǣͤ͢͢Ȍ 	   
15 ǡReligion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunftǡ Kant’s 
Gesammelte Schriftenǡ ͤǣ͢͠ǡǤG. di Giovanni as Religion within the Boundaries 
of Mere Reasonǡ  ǡReligion and Rational Theologyǡ ȋǤǡ ǤȌ Ǥ 
G.  
 ȋǣ   ǡ ͧͧͤ͟Ȍǡ ͤǣ͢͠Ǥ 









. The latter must therefore abstract from all 
objects to this extent: that they have no ϔat all on the will, so that practi-
cal reason ȋȌ
may simply show its own commanding authority as supreme lawgiving.ǳ ȋ
ǡ
͢ǣ͢͢͟Ǣ ϐǢ  Ȍ    ǣ   
d-
ing determinations. 
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ǲ ǯ       Ǥǳ ȋ
ǡ ͢ǣͥ͢͢Ȍ 
ǲǳ
ǡǲ ǳ ȋǡͣǣ͡͡Ȍ is 
the positive sense. 
ǡ       ǡϐ   
        -determination and 




ǡ ǳǢ  ǡ  ǡ    
under which maxims “can accord with the su  Ǥǳ
ȋǡͣǣ͡͡Ȍǡǲ
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ǯ        Ǥ17 I 
17 ǣǢ
ǢǢ
     
                                                                
 









 doxa  contemporaries and might have an 
Ǣǡϐ
Ǥ
        
how the condi
        Ǥ  
           
Ǥ 
   Ǣ         
Ǥ 
18 The way in which the Kantian picture can give rise to such a paradox and the 
      -   
         Ǥ  
ǡ ǲǯ  ǣ    	ǡǳ  Cam-
bridge Companion to German Idealismǡ ȋǤȌǤ ȋǣ
ǡ͠͞͞͞Ȍǡͧ͟͠Ǣǡ
ͣͩͨ͢–ͣͪͨ͢ǣ
Legacy of Idealism ȋǣ   ǡ ͠͞͞͠Ȍǡ ͣͧ Ǥǡ ͦ͟͞ǡ
ͥ͟͠ǡͤ͠͠Ǥǡ͠͡͡ǡͥ͢͠ǡͤ͠͡ǡͥͥ͠ǡ͡͞͠ǡ͢͡͠ǡ͢͡͠ǡͣ͡͞ǡͣ͡͡ǡͤ͟͡ǢǡHegel’s 
Practical Philosophy: Rational Agency as Ethical Life (Cambridge: Cambridge 
ǡͦ͠͞͞ȌǡǤ͡Ǥ	
one might understand post-or avoid a 
      ǡ ǲ  

ǡǳSein und EthosǡȋǤȌǤ Ǥ
ȋǣ-
ǅ -ǡͧͤ͟͡Ȍǡͦ͡͠ȋǲ
ǳ  Ȍ ǡ ǲ  
	ǡǳKant. Zur Deutung seiner Theorie 
von Erkennen und Handelnǡ ȋǤȌ
Ǥȋǅ ǣƬǡͧͥ͟͡Ȍǡ
ͧ͢͠ȋǲǳȌǤ	
        Ǥ   Ǥ 
(eds.Ȍ Paradoxien der Autonomie ȋǣǡ ͟͟͠͞ȌǢ ǡ
ǲ-    ǡǳ in Internationales 
Jahrbuch des Deutschen Idealismusǡ Ǥ ͡ǡ ȋǤȌ Ǥ   Ǥ 
ȋǢǣ
ǡͣ͠͞͞Ȍǡ͟͠–ͥ͡ǢǡKant and 
the Limits of Autonomy ȋǡǣǡͧ͠͞͞Ȍǡ͡ǡ͟͠͠–
ͣͧǡ ͦ͡͡ ǤǢ  ǡ ǲǡ ǡ 	ǡǳ  Reason in 
Philosophy: Animating Ideas ȋǡǣ   ǡ ͧ͠͞͞Ȍǡ
ͣ͠–ͥͥǤ 
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        ǡ
autonomy thus seems to rest on an act that is unbound and uncon-




  Ǥ ǡ        
ǡ
           
ȋȌǤ—
  —seems to r  i-
ǣr-
        as such but only due to the 








             
      Ǥ     
autonomy—a reasoned and non-    —
 n-
ǣ-prescribed 




-consciousness turns out to 
be ǲ     ǡ   
ǡǳ
ǤǤ 	ǤǡWerkeǡǤ͡ǡPhänomenologie des 
Geistesǡ͟͡͠ǡǤǤ ǤThe Phenomenology of Spirit ȋǣ
ǡͧͥͥ͟Ȍǡͤ͟͠Ǥ 
                                                                
Paradoxes of Autonomy   ͤ͡ 
         

          o-
        -determination. 
        
 ǯ       u-




way as to show either that th20ǡ
ǲǳǲ.”21  
ϐ
ǯ           -
          Ǥ 
ǡ  ϐ           
         -determination. 
ǡǡ
beyond KǤ 	ǡ      

Ǣ ǡ ǡ   
ϐǤ 
20 Ǥ  ǅǡ ǲǡǳ  Paradoxien der Autonomieǡ ͧ͟–
͟͟͟Ǣ  ǡ The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
 ǡ ͧͧͤ͟ȌǢ  ǡ Self-Constitution ȋǣ 
ǡͧ͠͞͞Ȍǡ͢͟Ǥǅ 
we give are unto ours
      Ǥ   
ǯ  The Sources of Normativity    a-
ǡȋ
ϐȏibid.ǡͧͦȐȌǤ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Self-Constitution, she concedes that 
        Ǣ     
  -ǡ     -ǡ  
consider      —      
Ǥ 
21   ǯ ǣ ǲ         

ǡp-
   ea-
ǤǳȋǡGerman Philosophy, ͥ͠͠Ȍ 
                                                                
ͤ͢   Symposium, ǤͣͩǤͣȋȀͤͣͥ͢Ȍ 
IV. Symptoms and Solutions 
ǯ
- 





undermine the binding Ǥ




Ǥ   ǡ
ǲǤǤǤ
    ǡ   Ǥǳ ȋǡͣǣͦ͠Ȍ
ϐ        
members ǡ
      
—so never in a posith-




Ǥ           
 ǡ  ǯ  seems to evoke the possibility 
of such a position. 
       is that the 
Ǥ—in order to 
  -      r-
eigns—    ϐ    to 
 ǡ    ǲ   ǳ  
ǲǳȋǡͥ͞Ȍ—ǡnot in us as independent of 
the law—ǡ




	ǡDiscipline & Punish: The Birth of the PrisonǡȋǤȌ
 ȋǣǡͧͥͣ͟ȌǤ	
    -           
                                                                
 
Paradoxes of Autonomy   ͤͣ 

     Ǥ       -
 ǲ  ǳ (Faktum der VernunftȌǤ   ǡ
ǡ
     ǡ       
arbitrary or contingent constructionǤǡǡ 
         given.23    
 —e.g.ǡ  
idea—ǡ     
Ǥ givenness 
given ȋȌ
mere invention ȋȌǣ  ǡ
factum Ǥǡi-
ǡ
    ǡ       
reason and is co-Ǥ
ǡact is inevitably present 
 Ǥ ǡ         
  ǡ     ǡ  
ǡǯ
operations. Kant writes 
 
Con     ȏi.e.,   m-
Ȑa-
ǤǤǤ
           n 
      ǡ  ǤǤǤǤ 
ǡ

    ǡ  ǡ    
Ǥȋǡͣǣ͟͡Ȍ 
ǡ	ǡǲt-
enment?” in The Foucault ReaderǡȋǤȌǤȋǣǡ
ͧͦ͟͢Ȍǡ͡͠–ͣ͞ǢǡǲǫǳThe Political: Readings 
in Continental PhilosophyǡȋǤȌǤȋǣǡ͠͞͞͠Ȍǡ͟͠͠–
ͤ͠Ǥ 
23 ǡǲfactumǳǲǳȋTatsacheȌǤ  
       ǲfactum” as an act (Tat or Tat-
bestandȌǣ ǲfactumǳ        ǡ ǡ    
 Ǥ 	         r-
standing “factumǳ   ǲ ǳ
ǡ ǲ  	    	 Ǥ ϐǅ  
ǅ   
  ǡǳ  Deutsche 
Zeitschrift für PhilosophieǡǤͣͥǡǤ͢ȋͧ͠͞͞Ȍǡͣ͟͟–ͧ͢Ǥ 
                                                                                                                                         




not giveǡa given of the will itself ȋǡͣǣͣͣȌ—a 
ǡǡǤ 
   ǯ      
 ǯ       -givenness distinct 


or heteronomy.24 It seems to me however that these are symptoms 
  Ǥ      ǡ
24       ǯ    

 -  Metaphysics of Moralsǡ     
--
ǡ
ǣǲthat imposes obligation 
the I that is put under obligationǡ-contradictory concept. 
	           ǥǤ
ǡbinding 
ǥǤ ȏȐ ǥ      y-
ǥǤ— 
        ȋauctor obligationisȌ 
       ȋsubjectum obligationisȌ  
ȋterminus obligationisȌǡȋȌ
  Ǥǳ ȋǡ
Metaphysik der Sittenǡ Kant’s Gesammelte Schriftenǡ ͤǣͥ͢͟ǡ ǤǤ
as 
Metaphysics of Moralsǡ ȏǤȐǤ
ȏǣǡ
ͧͧͤ͟Ȑǡͤǣͥ͢͟Ȍ
ǯǤ—that by considering the 
een homo phaenomenon and homo noumenon I can see that the 
          —
    Ǥ      
 ǡ
          unity     

Ǥo empha-
size that “     view 
ǳr-
  ȋ ǡ ǲ    ǡ  
ǡǳ  Philosophyǡ Ǥ ͦ͟ǡ Ǥ ͥ͟͡ ȏͤ͠͞͞Ȑǡ ͣͣ͞–͡͞ǡ  ͣͥ͟Ȍǡ  
ǡǯ
ǣ
    ǡ          
    -
ǫ 
                                                                




        ǡ 
     
ǡǣǲǡǳ
 ǡ ǲ           
Ǥǳȋǡͣǣ͟͡Ȍ  
   ǯ      
    —arbitrariness and heteronomy—and 
      Ǣ   
         -
          
     ǤThe paradox is brought to 
        - 
  ϐ  rbi-
ϐ
   -existing reasons that open up a regress 
ϐǤh-
          without 
ϔǤ
      ǣ   
        own   
 being   Ǥ

—
 ϐ           
must have “given Ǥǳof my 
own or to be unto myselfǡ
in an act—bound or unbound— Ǥa-
my own law 
ǡ   ǡ        ȋ
ǡ
ǲǡǳ ȌǤbeing a 
law unto oneself ing the char-
 ǣ 
ǡǡ




 ǡ      are    —a 
       ǡ  
ͤͦ   Symposium, ǤͣͩǤͣȋȀͤͣͥ͢Ȍ 
      Ǥ25   
ǡe-
    Ǥ    
reside in its origin—      r-




  ǯ        
       ȋ  
         Ȍ  
t-ȋ
ȌǤ ǡ         
ǣ
ǡw we manage 
         
-Ǥ




     Ǥ      
path that is indǯ
Kant. 
 
V. From Positing a Law to Appropriating a Practice  

       ǡ    ǡ 
ǡ
ǡn-
25 Ǥ  ǡ The Form of Practical Knowledge: A Study of the Cate-
gorical Imperative ȋǡǣǡͧ͠͞͞ȌǤ





  ǡ            can 
   - Ǥ     -
ǡ   —    — -
ǤǳȋIbidǤǡͤ͟͡Ȍ 
                                                                
Paradoxes of Autonomy   ͤͧ 
tators that it is the legalistic conception of autonomy that has to be 
Ǥ e-




unbound positing   Ǣ  ȋ͠Ȍ    a-
   ǡ  ǡ  lawǤ 
institution 
   acquisition or appropriation; an   ϐ 
law ǡ








         
    ǣ      
m-
          ǡ 
 inseparable in their 
very tension.  
ȋ͟Ȍ         
ǡǡǡ
  ǯǡ   n-
ǲǳȋ
again mean tȌǤd-
      ǣ     ǯ
ǯnature. This answer 
 ǡ ϐǣ 
        ǲ
 ǡǳ  ǣ     given to 
us.26 
26  wanted to 
 ǡ  
          ȋ  Ȍ
Ǥǯ
the o—the categories. In the 
Critique of Pure Reasonǡǲǡǳ 
                                                                
 
ͥ͞   Symposium, ǤͣͩǤͣȋȀͤͣͥ͢Ȍ 
ǡǲepigenetic nature”—ǡ
Ǥ	o-
     ϐ         
    ǡ    ϐǡ   
   ǯ ǲ Ǥǳ 	     o-
ǯǣ  




ǡ          
self-constituted nature 






  Ǥ28     -organizing character 
      -thought a priori (“ǳȌǤ 
ǡKritik der reinen VernunftǡKant’s Gesammelte SchriftenǡǤ͡ǡ
ͤͥ͟ǡ ǤǤ
ǤCritique of Pure Reason (Cambridge: Cam-
ǡͧͧͦ͟Ȍǡͤͥ͟Ǥ  
   -constituted         
that they were implanted in us by our Creator. 
27 ǲ
 Ǣacquired Ǥǳ ȋǡ
Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht, in Kant’s Gesammelte Schriftenǡ ͥǣͧ͢͠ǡ 
tr. by Ǥ Ǥ  Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of Viewǡ ȏǤȐ Ǥ Ǥ
ǡ ȏǤȐ Ǥ  ȏǣ   ǡ ͤ͠͞͞Ȑǡ
ͥǣͧ͢͠ȌReligionsschrift: “
himself into          ǡ   Ǥ
  ȏȐ           ȏseiner 
freien WillkürȐǡǡt-
ǡ    morally   Ǥ    ǡ    
ǡǣ
good    predisposition in him is good; the human being is not 
ǡǡ
according as he either incorporates or does not incorporate into his maxims the 




The Freedom of Life: Hegelian Perspectives, ȋǤȌ Ǥ  ȋǣ 
ǡ͟͠͞͡Ȍ. 
                                                                                                                                         
Paradoxes of Autonomy   ͥ͟ 
 
           
 Ǥ    
the sense that ǲp-
rocaǤǳ29 That is to say that there 
         






Ǣ          -constituting 
Ǥ       Ǥ ǡ 
i-
Ǥ  make t Ǥ
   -    -
i-
   ǡ     r-
Ǥo-
          
   ȋ     
Ȍǡ            





          —that we have to 
   Ǥ ǯ
ǡ     ϐ  o-
was the mere form of the law as such: 
ǯ
 Ǥ  ǯ     
         ry 
ǡ   i-
Ǥ
29  ǡKritik der Urteilskraft, in Kant’s Gesammelte Schriftenǡ ͣǣͥ͡͡ǡ
tr. by Ǥ
Ǥ as Critique of the Power of Judgmentǡ ȋǤȌǤ

Ǥȋǣǡ͠͞͞͞Ȍǡͣǣͥ͡͡Ǥ 
30           
ϐ—ǡKritik der Urteilskraft, ͣǣͥͣ͡Ǥ 
                                                                
ͥ͠   Symposium, ǤͣͩǤͣȋȀͤͣͥ͢Ȍ 
        b-


















         
    ce and 
ϐǤ
sense in which it is true that obedience to these norms can be ena-




      ǡ      
Ǥ 
ǡ         
ǡ     
to  of a practice (i.e.ǡ
ȏ-Ȑ
31 	ǡȚ ͣ͟͡ Ǥ 
32    ǡ ǲǡ   ǣ   
ǡǳDeutsche Zeitschrift für PhilosophieǡǤͧ͢ǡǤ͟ȋ͟͠͞͞Ȍǡͤͣ–ͦͥǤ 
33 n-
ǡDoctrine of Right in the Metaphys-
ics of MoralsǤ 	        
           ǡ
ǲ ǣǡǳ The Cambridge Companion to Kant and 
Modern Philosophyǡ ȋǤȌ Ǥ 
 ȋǣ   ǡ
ͤ͠͞͞Ȍǡͤ͢͟–ͤ͢ǡͥ͢͡Ǥ 
                                                                
Paradoxes of Autonomy   ͥ͡ 
Ȍǡn-

      34   
 autonomy.35 
-n-
Ǣ          autos 
and nomosǡ   ǡ      
way Ǥ 
 






 two moments of the same constel-
lation.      
         




         
them co-determine one another without thereby a 
Ǥ	      ϐ  n-
  ǯ  —     
ϐ
ǣ“”36 withǤ
ǡ         
      Ǣ 
must rather be something that transforms ǡ
           
Ǥǡb-
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ǡǲ
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ing Freedom ȋǡ ǣ   ǡ ͠͞͞͞ȌǢ  ǡ
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      that they are thrown into the 
    ǡ      
     Ǥ 	   
ϐ

Ǥ	
  
ǡǡǡnter 
Ǥǡ—
—
ϐǡ
ϐǤǡ-opened tϐǡ
i-
nations. 
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